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Abstract 
Families and social relationships are of course highly important, so it is worthwhile to ask how they are being affected by 
omnipresent mobile communication. In this paper, I will examine how increasingly portable communication technology affects 
daily activities and social relationships, especially in terms of the relationship between children and parents. While much of my 
focus will be on practices in other parts of the world, many of these trends may be applicable to China. Prior studies have created 
a body of generally accepted views about this area, and often concluded that mobile phone use was leading to increased 
separation between young people and their parents. However, a body of recent research on current practices among older teens 
does not offer support of this view. Rather, in many cases, mobile phones seem to impede independence-seeking behavior of 
young people. Thus the proliferation of mobile phones may actually be delaying the psychological maturation of young people 
even while strengthening and prolonging the process of (two-way) parent-child socialization. The seeming paradox in these 
results is discussed in my talk, and a synthesis is advanced that seeks to explain the new situation of locational dispersion and 
familial acculturation under conditions of mobility. Specifically, the current practices go beyond the concept of 
“hypercoordination” (proposed by Ling in 1999) and can be described as “emotional harmonization.” 
© 2009 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Teens & mobile phones 
The mobile phone has gained popularity among teens throughout the world. Teens use their mobile phones any 
time and any place to maintain their social relationships as well as to have fun. Teens favor the entertainment 
functions that the mobile phone can provide. In this regard, Manuel Castells noted that entertainment is also an 
important component teensÿ mobile phone usage. Beside the oral and text communication, teens use their mobile 
phones to download ring-tones and games. Studies by Rich Ling and colleagues show that teens use mobile phones 
to build their personal identities, their group identities, and their social networks, and that this is one of the most 
compelling uses for them. He sees the mobile phone as becoming an instrument of hyper-coordination, that is, 
coordination that reaches beyond the accustomed levels of loose arrangements to a more detailed and intense form 
of arrangements. In this paper, I argue for a somewhat different model, or at least expanded one, namely what I term 
emotional harmonization. In this model, it is contact, largely for its own sake, and adjustment of mood, that is 
facilitated by the mobile phone. In fact my alternative model goes a bit further, holding that in many cases the 
emotional valence and mood need to be created through interaction with members of the mobile social network. 
Emotional regulation 
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People love mobiles phones for a number of obvious reasons, including health, safety and convenience. But there 
are also many other affordances of the mobile phone which are not immediately obvious. Beyond the manifest 
functions of gathering and disseminating information, the mobile phone is important in an even more fundamental, 
and one might say latent, way: people are, at their most basic level, social animals, and it is through daily interaction 
with others that one learns to understand the core of who one is and the meaning of oneÿs life. It is easy to 
overlook this aspect of communication since we ordinarily think of communication as something rather simple, that 
is as information exchange among rational people going about their planned-out lives. A mental model of this 
process might be something akin to telegraph messages being passed back and forth to share information and 
coordinate schedules. The essence of communication includes these activities, of course, but it is also much more. 
For example, our communication with others lets us know quite a bit about matters that are very important, that is at 
least important from our own viewpoint. This includes not only that our loved ones have arrived safely at their 
destination but also how others are feeling emotionally and thereby how we ourselves should feel. This is a vital but 
often overlooked function of the mobile phone—it helps us find and maintain our place in the world and our sense 
of self in the flow of social interaction. Mobile phone use in our social circles helps define where we stand in the 
eyes of our friends, neighbors and family, and thus helps know who we are, and even how we should feel about 
ourselves. It serves an important self-regulatory function and I would dare say affects the functions of the brain, 
although this question deserves much more systematic attention than I can give it here. 
What kind of contact and self-regulation is being referred to here? Interviews with students at several universities 
suggest that this self-regulation is a common practice, at least in the United States. Nearly all of the college students 
we have spoken to in the past year report that despite living away from home are now in contact with their parents at 
least once a day, and in many cases several times a day. This contact provides the students with emotional guidance 
and support, and a way to allay the tensions of being alone.  It also seems to be fulfilling to parents in that they are 
able to continue to guide their adult-child. In addition, such contact helps the students know how to feel and how to 
emotionally interpret their experiences, according to Sherry Turkle of MIT. Perhaps an extreme position, she 
nonetheless argues that young people often experience an affective vacuum that can be filled by gaining a catalytic 
interpretation from a close friend or family member. Findings from our focus group discussions suggest that this 
does happen with some frequency, and even leads to a sense of dependence on others in the social-mobile network 
to create and define feelings. This is also significant in that not getting the emotional framing or guidance leads to 
feelings of neglect and abandonment. 
The idea can be expanded further. Teens, more than others at a later stage of life, seem to need the direction of 
their peers to figure out “what to do next.” They rely heavily on their peers to determine what is valued, and what 
should be done with one’s time. So the mobile phone allows one to make a co-determination with oneÿs peers 
about what one should be doing. So in this sense, the mobile phone is not so much about physical activity to achieve 
certain objectives as it is about how to see oneself and order one’s life, both in terms of interior feelings as well as 
externally in terms of filling one’s time. 
There is another interesting phenomenon that takes place, at least in the environments we have studied. This is 
the process of growing mutual interdependence that grows out of the perceived need to be in touch. As has been 
asserted elsewhere, there is a notable pressure on those who are not yet possessors of mobile phone technology to 
get “on the network.” Those who already have mobile phones urge those who do not have them to get them. The 
result is that all social networks tend to become replicated as, or mapped into, mobile social networks. A second 
aspect is the necessity of being responsible and responding to those on the network. One increasingly needs to be 
accountable for times when one is not available. While this is not startling, there is a more subtle consequence of the 
twin pressures to be available and then responsive. This need to be constantly available puts one into an alert status, 
always needing to check for messages or missed calls, and always having to consider what one is doing in order to 
be prepared for an accountability check. Such concerns lead to pre-emptive communication that allows one to offer 
an excuse prior to Ā being out of touch.ā  These preparations sometimes lead to elaborate sets of mis-
representations or timing of calls in order to indirectly create an impression. Perhaps the most pertinent example 
came from one of our focus group participants who said that she calls her parents at the end of the afternoon on 
Fridays so that she will not need to call them again (and account for her present location) until Sunday night. The 
stated that her parents would probably be disapproving if they knew of her activities during the weekend, but by 
timing the calls as she did, she was able to create an impression of probity while also fulfilling the need to have 
contact with her social (in this case parental) network. 
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Turning away from attention to the inner psychological domain and the negotiation of social interaction, and 
directing attention to the outer world of activities in public, it is easy to see that on the street and in cafés, there is 
heavy mobile phone usage, often leading users to be socially and mentally absent even while being physically 
present. But the mobile phone is cropping up in ordinary shopping trips as well. Based on casual observation, it 
appears that many shoppers, especially those in grocery and discount stores, consult with distant others to get advice 
about what products to purchase. This distant-intimacy combination brings together the pleasure of shopping with 
friends and family without the need of troubling them to actually come along on the trip. Certainly this is the wave 
of the future in not only shopping but other activities as well. 
Family processes & parent-child mutual socialization 
While mobile phones are great for reaching family members across time zones and kilometers, they are also now 
heavily used to contact those members who may be upstairs in the same household or even in the next room. Once 
reserved for important calls, mobile phoneÿs are now being used like intercoms, letting a parent summon a child to 
the dinner table. Families and social relationships are of course highly important to every society, so it is critical to 
identify how parent-child relations may be affected by omnipresent mobile communication. 
Social scientists who studied the mobile phone initially thought that the introduction of the mobile phone among 
family members would lead to increased separation between young people and their parents. Children could go 
further without parents being concerned since the kids were easily reachable (or at least could reach out for help). 
While to some degree this has happened, something rather unexpected has also occurred. Frequent mobile phoning 
among family members, which is occurring, seems to be gluing many families together despite todayÿs lifestyle of 
widespread physical mobility and media engagement via the Internet and MP3 player. The mobile phone seems to 
strengthening and prolonging the process of (two-way) parent-child socialization. The intense communication 
enabled by the mobile phone allows a choreography of communication is leading to emotional harmonization within 
the family. 
To some extent, the mobile phone is giving rise to the so-called Ālatchkey kidā phenomenonüleading to 
remote parenting. But as well, in a too-rare example of positive unintended consequences, rather than leading 
parents to abandon their kids emotionally, the reverse is often taking place: parents are becoming heavily involved 
in their kidsÿ life due to the constant commenting back and forth via the mobile phone. In fact this could lead 
parents become too involved, the so-called Āhelicopter parentingā phenomena of parents hovering over their 
children This super-involvement might slow the development of a childÿs independence and individual judgment. 
While the evidence is not yet clear, the mobile phone evidently seems to strengthen family ties and mutual parent-
child socialization. In this way, the mobile phone is giving the family system a much needed boost after the 
onslaught of long-work hours, high mobility, and television, among other spoilers of family intimacy. 
Families and social relationships 
Families and social relationships are of course highly important to every society, so it is critical to ask how they 
are being affected by omnipresent mobile communication. Prior studies have created a body of generally accepted 
views about this area, namely that that mobile phone use led to increased separation between young people and their 
parents. However, an emerging body of research we have undertaken on current practices among older teens does 
not offer support of this view. Rather, it appears that in many cases, mobile phones is impeding independence-
seeking behavior of young people. The mobile phone gives parents an opportunity to exert further control over their 
children, and also seemingly engenders a feeling of reciprocal responsibility. That is, the mobile phone gives the 
parent an opportunity to be involved in the decisions of the teen to a much greater extent than would otherwise have 
been the case without the technology. On the other hand, it also creates a sense of need to exercise this control. In 
essence, there it seems that for many parents, the technology creates both an opportunity and an obligation. 
Paradoxically, the proliferation of mobile phones may actually be delaying the psychological maturation of young 
people even while strengthening and prolonging the process of (two-way) parent-child socialization. 
There is a paradox between these sets of results. I can suggest a synthesis in that the new situation of dispersion 
and familial acculturation under conditions of mobility requires a re-calibration of our understanding of the mobile 
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phoneÿs impact. Specifically, the current practices go beyond the concept of “hypercoordination” (proposed by 
Ling in 1999) and can be described as negotiated rewards and “emotional harmonization”. 
Future prospects 
Exciting and new services are under development. These range from Āsmart-shoppingā to vehicle-to-vehicle 
communication, all of which are likely to foster greater emotional harmonization within families and among mobile 
social networks. Yet the new services are unlikely to resolve fully the enduring tensions that arise from the use of 
mobile phones in daily life. The difficulty of balancing the physically present Āhere-and-nowā with the distant-
virtual Āvoice-and-videoā will remain a point of tension even as people become further acclimated to the mobile 
phone’s presence. Conversely, appreciation for the mobile phone’s utility will expand as new uses are found. 
Through the mobile phone, individuals from every stratum will be entering the age of personalized information and 
highly customized services. The mobile phone will contribute to people’s efforts to become increasingly effective in 
managing their lives and fulfilling their goals. Perhaps a most important question is to see how this technology 
affects the family’s internal processes of socialization. The fascinating issue may well be then is if, Kenneth Gergen 
contended, the technology personal mobile communication will be able to mend or at least ameliorate the splits 
created by technologies mass entertainment (i.e., television) and personal mobility (the automobile). I believe it will, 
with positive consequences for family integration, individual autonomy, and emotional harmonization, but also will 
introduce some new tensions. 
